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ROK Green Growth Quarterly Update: January–March 2011
Jill Kosch O’Donnell
Illustrating the complexity of pursuing green growth and energy security simultaneously, 
the first quarter of 2011 saw gains for Korea’s Global Green Growth Institute (GGGI) 
and for fossil fuels.  The most striking example was President Lee Myung-bak’s March
trip to the United Arab Emirates, where he received the Zayed Prize for Global 
Environmental Leadership and secured an oil deal worth 110 trillion won (US$101 
billion) for Korea.  At the signing ceremony, President Lee said, “The latest MOU will 
help Korea’s energy self-sufficiency ratio for oil and gas approach 15 percent from the 
current 10.9 percent.”  President Lee is striving to achieve a 20 percent energy self-
sufficiency ratio in oil and gas for Korea during his term.  Lee’s visit also paved the way 
for formal cooperation between Seoul’s GGGI and the UAE, with the GGGI set to 
establish a regional office in Abu Dhabi’s Masdar City.  
Meanwhile, the Lee administration and the private sector faced off over a government 
plan to implement a cap and trade system in Korea, with the government bending to the 
pressure of private industry for a second time by agreeing to delay the plan by one year
until 2014.  The government had already revised its draft legislation to address the 
concerns of industry, increasing to 95 percent the number of carbon allowances that 
would be given away for free.  That was not enough to assuage business groups.  They 
argued that Korean industry would have to bear an additional cost of 4.2 trillion won 
(US$3.9 billion) per year even if all of the allowances were provided for free because 
many companies would have to buy additional credit.  The Korea Institute for Industrial 
Economics and Trade (KIET) projected that Korea’s economy would contract 0.58 
percent under carbon trading.
In January, the GGGI announced Richard Samans, Managing Director of the World 
Economic Forum, as its new executive director.  On the heels of this announcement came 
news of a MOU between the GGGI and the World Economic Forum, reflecting the 
GGGI’s push to gain private sector partners.  The initial focus will be on water security 
and green infrastructure.  The Institute also finalized an agreement with Cambodia’s 
Environment Ministry.  Other parts of the ROK government signed green growth deals 
with Turkey, Kazakhstan, and the United Nations Industrial Development Organization. 
In the United States, the new year opened with a noteworthy closing.  The Chicago 
Climate Exchange ended its carbon trading program on January 3, citing the waning 
interest of industry participants amid dim prospects for a mandatory cap and trade system 
in the United States.  In February, the Republican-controlled House voted to bar the 
environment protection agency (EPA) from regulating greenhouse gases.  As March 
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came to a close, proposals to rein in the EPA continued to circulate in the Senate, ranging 
from an outright ban on greenhouse gas regulation to more targeted approaches that 
would delay regulations or exempt some businesses.  In a March 30 speech, President 
Obama introduced his Blueprint for a Secure Energy Future, which emphasized expanded 
reliance on natural gas and biofuels, more efficient vehicles and homes, and clean energy 
R&D.
Green growth was a key theme of the first Senior Officials Meeting (SOM) of the Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation forum (APEC), chaired by Michael Froman, U.S. deputy 
national security adviser for international economic affairs.  Briefing reporters, Froman 
said APEC will promote green growth by “addressing nontariff barriers affecting trade 
and investment in environmental goods and services, promoting trade in environmental-
related products, combating trade in illegal logging and streamlining import procedures 
for advanced low- carbon demonstration vehicles.”  When asked for more specifics, 
Froman, signaling the complexity of devising ways to cooperate on green growth, noted 
that, “[Green growth] is an important theme that cuts across a lot of different issues. 
What we’ll be looking to do in APEC is to come up with some concrete ways of 
advancing that agenda.”
Cap and Trade: A Tough Sell
Citing the renewable energy aspirations of France, the United States, and Denmark, 
President Lee remarked in a February speech that green growth is “emerging as a new 
yardstick to measure national competitiveness.”  He went on to say that, “some people 
worry that policies for energy saving and reduction of greenhouse gases might lead to a 
substantial burden on the economy. However, if that path is inevitable, we need to be 
leaders in taking it.”
Korea’s major business lobbies disagree.  Lee Dong-keun, executive chairman of the 
Korea Chamber of Commerce and Industry, told reporters that “Forcing firms to buy 
carbon permits to cover their emissions output will surely bring competitive disadvantage 
to our industrial edge,” adding that Korea should wait rather than take the lead.  Even the 
new Knowledge Economy Minister, like his predecessor, has been vocal in his skepticism 
of cap and trade in Korea.  Minister Choi Joong-kyung said in January, “A carbon 
exchange involves new restrictions that can pose problems for companies.  Policymakers 
need to pay attention to what actions are taking place abroad. South Korea cannot make a 
significant impact on arresting global warming if other countries do not take similar 
measures.”
Noting that the two largest producers of greenhouse gases, China and the U.S., as well as 
other advanced economies such as Japan and Australia do not have cap and trade systems 
in place, Korean business groups filed a petition calling on the government to place a 
moratorium on the plan.  “The industrial circle opposes the introduction of the carbon
emissions trading system, based on uncertainties of the global negotiations on climate 
change, the delay of introduction of the system by major economies and possible 
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weakening of the country’s international competitiveness,” the groups said in a joint 
statement.
Cap and trade is central to the administration’s goal of reducing carbon emissions by 4 
percent below 2005 levels by 2020, and the government so far remains committed to it.  
Kim Sang-hyup, a secretary to the president for green growth, told Reuters in late 
February, “It is no longer an issue whether or not the government would implement cap-
and-trade systems. We aim to get parliamentary approval on the bill before its general 
session.”  He added, “However, we will fully reflect industrial opinions in the bill to 
prevent them from reducing international competitiveness and help them minimize any 
damage.”  The general session of the National Assembly begins on September 1, 2011.
Meanwhile, plans to reduce emissions in the public sector moved forward.  The Ministry 
of Environment released guidelines for 774 public sector organizations to set greenhouse 
gas reduction targets.
A Boost for Fossil Fuels
Korean public and private companies are set to more than triple their investments this 
year in mineral resources, especially coal.  Public firms are expected to invest 37.1 
percent of the total, or $2.58 billion.  Private firms will invest 62.9 percent, or $4.38 
billion.  The biggest investments will be in bituminous coal exploration, with the Korea 
Electric Power Corporation (KEPCO) and Pohang Iron and Steel Company (POSCO)
taking the lead.  Australia and other countries in Oceania will be the target of more than 
half of overseas investment, followed by Southeast Asia.  
The ROK government plans to increase the minerals development budget from last year’s 
4.41 billion won (US$4 million) to 7.83 billion won (US$7 million) in 2011.  As reported 
in JoongAng Daily, an official with the Ministry for Knowledge Economy said, “Amid 
the international price hikes for raw materials, it is important for the country to secure a 
stable supply of resources that it is currently lacking by developing exploration projects.”  
Under the new ROK-UAE agreement, Korea will participate in oil field development 
projects in the UAE worth 1.2 billion barrels of oil after 2014, when the current 
developers’ rights expire.  
Meanwhile, the Korea Institute of Machinery and Materials (KIMM), a state laboratory, 
announced successful test results of carbon capture and storage (CCS) technology at a 
pilot plant that uses heat waste to capture CO2 from a 50 kilowatt power generation unit.  
KIMM plans to build a larger facility that can capture CO2 from a 1-megawatt unit—far 
smaller than the 450 megawatt output of most commercial plants.
Scrambling for Rare Earth Elements
Facing reduced export quotas from China, the largest producer of rare earth elements, the 
ROK government announced plans to work with countries that may have significant 
deposits, such as Vietnam, Kyrgyzstan, South Africa and Australia.  Korea will also work 
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with Japan on finding alternatives to rare earth elements, which are key components of 
many industrial and information technology products.  In March, the Ministry of 
Knowledge Economy upped its target for rare earth reserves in Korea to 1,500 tons by 
2014.  The country’s stockpile currently stands at 62 tons, enough for only four days of 
domestic industrial demand.
Electric Vehicles: A Long Road Ahead
After the unveiling of Hyundai’s first all-electric vehicle, the BlueOn, with much fanfare 
last fall, reports emerged in January indicating a long road ahead before widespread 
adoption of the vehicles in Korea.  A report by the Korea Smart Grid Institute said that 
Korea will need to spend 5.5 trillion won (US$4.9 billion) to build the minimum 
necessary infrastructure to support 1 million electric vehicles by 2020.  This would 
include 520,000 recharging stations across the country.  To date, Korea has 40 test 
charging stations in Seoul and 80 on Jeju Island.  KEPCO opened six electric vehicle 
charging stations for testing on Korean highways in January.  The government currently 
has plans in place to subsidize public sector purchases of EVs and will start reviewing 
incentives for private consumers of EVs next year.
New Developments in U.S.-ROK Cooperation
 Hanwha Group announced plans to establish a solar energy research center, 
Hanwha Solar America, in Silicon Valley.  
 Oregon-based fuel cell producer ClearEdge Power became the first fuel cell 
maker to receive the Korean Gas and Safety Corporation’s safety certification for 
its 5-kilowatt high temperature proton exchange membrane fuel cell.  The 
certification, which is required to market fuel cells in Korea, cleared the way for a 
$40 million distribution agreement with Korea’s LS Industrial Systems. 
 OCI, a Korean producer of polysilicon, acquired Chicago-based CornerStone, a 
solar power plant development company with 12 projects in the United States and 
Canada.
 Korea’s electric power utility, KEPCO, joined the Global Intelligent Utility 
Network, an IBM-led global coalition of 14 utility companies to promote the use
of smart grid technologies.  
Looking Ahead
 The Maine International Trade Center will lead a trade mission to Seoul focused 
on renewable energy and education from April 3-9.
 The second Clean Energy Ministerial will be held in Abu Dhabi April 6-7.  The 
International Smart Grid Action Network, chaired by Korea, is awaiting the 
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International Energy Agency’s (IEA) approval of an implementing agreement;
approval may be announced at the Ministerial.
 The Global Green Growth Institute and the Ilmin International Relations Institute 
will host a conference in Seoul on “Security Implications of Climate Change in 
the Asia Pacific,” April 8.
 In a joint event with GGGI, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) is expected to release the results of a three-year study on 
green growth in June.
